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Storrs, CT – Judging by construction sites and the new buildings present since our last visit here to the University of Connecticut campus 20 years ago, the old adage, “the only constant is change,” would certainly seem to apply.   The grounds are awash in new construction, as the campus continues to expand outward from its original core of one classroom in the 1880’s.
But there are also more subtle changes which have been taking place recently.  These are not easily discernible, but may ultimately have a far greater impact on the direction of the university.  Whether these changes will ultimately be for the better, or not, remains to be seen.  

One such change is a plan to create a “Learning Community” called ScHOLA2RS House (this is NOT a typo) within a new dormitory, called NextGen, for the exclusive use of male African Americans.  When this proposal was announced earlier this year, it was met with a storm of outrage, mostly suggesting that such a plan was a gigantic step backwards toward the days of segregation.  The university responded with explanations that:
ScHOLA²RS House is a Learning Community designed to support the scholastic efforts of male students who identify as African American/Black through academic and social/emotional support, access to research opportunities, and professional development. The intent of this Learning Community is to increase the retention and persistence of students using educational and social experiences to enhance their academic success at UConn and beyond in graduate and professional school placement. ScHOLA²RS House will encourage involvement with the larger university community to foster peer and mentor relationships and will actively engage students in inclusion efforts at UConn.

When I quizzed a university official about this statement, he explained that the concept was a reaction to the considerably lower graduation rates of black males at UConn than the general population of male students there (54% vs 80 %) and that the focus would be on engineering students.  He also added that this learning community would be a small number when compared to the 700 students housed in the dorm and emphasized the “identify as” phrase to suggest that those other than black can apply.
As a white person who spent one of my four years at the U.S. Naval Academy living with a black roommate, Stan Carter, I find these developments troubling.  I cannot say with certainty what my roommate learned during our year together, but I can state emphatically that this was a life-changing experience for me.  I grew up in a segregated life-style in Kentucky and had never even talked to a black person.  My mother routinely used the “N-word.”  My father worked as a molder in a foundry with mostly African American co-workers and was considerably more tolerant on racial issues than my mother, but nonetheless harbored prejudice.  My year together with Stan not only erased any prejudice which I had brought with me to the Naval Academy, but also gave me daily lessons on the innate equality of humanity.  I am not certain that my education would have been as complete without my year rooming with Stan.
So when a university decides that it needs to take steps to improve the graduation rate of one particular group of students, I worry that the cure is worse than the disease.  UConn is not alone in this approach.  Several other universities in California have instituted similar programs.  It is apparently not enough that most colleges now have student unions or buildings restricted to black students, Hispanic students, Asian students – you pick the ethnic identifier.   And note that the curious phrase “identify as” always crops up.  Presumably this means that if you have parents (or ancestors) of differing racial backgrounds, you now have a lot of choices.  Or, if you just feel like you are “black” or “Asian” or whatever, you can now co-mingle exclusively with that group.  Apparently this latter criterion is what allowed a U.S. Senate candidate to have declared herself “Native American” when applying for a faculty position at a prestigious university.
Here is what I feel like today:  I am an American.  Period.  I would suggest that everyone in the U.S. would be far better off if we cease immediately using these insane racial, ethnic, and religious categorizations.   Like it or not, we are in this together.  Our foreign enemies are indeed equal opportunity murderers and do not discriminate when they attempt to kill us.  The sooner that we recognize this fact and begin to unite rather than separate, the more likely we are to survive as a society.
I thought you might like to know.
E-R

